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As Chairinall of the Western'Governors' Association, (WGA)and
Lead Governor for rural health initiatives, Iwould like to comment on the
rec~nt rq,ort of the Telccommunicatiqns and Health Care Advisory
Committee to the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service. The
WGA wi~hes'to thank you for including fl WGA representative.on the
Advisory Committee. We certainly wish to also thank the volunt~rs wq.o
made up the committee, and who did much to advance the discussiQn on
how to implement the special healthcare provisions in the
Telecommunications Act of 1996 (the Act).
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We~in the West have been particularly' enthusiastic abouttJ;1e
congfe;~Qnal and,Federal, CommunicatiQns Commission (FCC' efforts to
achieve the goal ofaffordable and effective tel~medicirie technologies. OUr
region contains m~y large medically underserved ~~s because bfthe
iso~ated rural populations and the significaptdistances between consumers
and healthcarefacilities. Telemedicine offers the hope of extendihg
healthcare delivery, education, and interaction to the IiUral parts of our
region and the nation.

Having reviewed the Advisory Committee' report, and recognizing
that the Federal~tate Joint Board on Univers~ Service will be,making
recorhmendatioris to the FCC on what rhleS and standards to adopt to carry
out the universal ser\rice provisionsof the Act, the WGA w()wd like to
emphasize a few iinport~t points. First, as you know and as we discussed
at the WGAArmuaLMeetihgin Omaha this past June, telemedidne and
related distance ed~cation services are presently unaffordable ihmany parts .
of the West. As was intended by the Act, the "comparable" rates standard
for health applicationsset forth therein, should be applied to reduce
telecommunica~ion rateS. What we hear most in this regard is that
1Jl.ileage-b~sedrates,often going through different local acceSS" and transport
areas or between different/companies, are often the cause of these -
umtffordable rates.!U~versal. support payments should be used to eliminate
the use ofmil~ge charges therefore making access to telemedicine and
othev important rural telecommunications services more available. o
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'. .. ~~cond, th~ FC{; and the JointBoard should work to en~ure •. fullimplementati()n lof the '~

heal.tlicafe, ~ducation, library and.,other public serviceportiQns df theAct. As the Advisory CQrnrilittee
Report 'recommends, this is partiqwarly important for user cooperatives andptherkirlds of cons6rtia
that purchase discounted telecommunications services to resell to eligible tele~eQicine provigers. The'
ability/of ~onsortiatoprovidetelemedicine services needs to be strongly encouraged, as shQuld efforts
by th~seconsortiatoinclude users from ~ucation, library and similar groups. This would only add
even greatertelecolllIl1urUcations deregulation benefits to rural conunumtitjs. In North Dak'Qta for
example, we are witnessing anew and very successful generation of "value-added" niral-based
cooperatives. I can/certainly see how tel~medicineand related networks would benefit by the useof
these models. Rcsttictiom; on tesale should not inteffere with these types of activities.

1'j"e*t, the "marlcetbasket" apPt~ach toteIecommunicktions services that are suppqrte}.ble Witp
universal ·service funds is:a valid strategy ,if it is sensibly applied. Given the rapid evolutiop. of

i telemedicine,applidltions and technologies,\thebiennial review of the m~nimmn package of esseptial
services is vital and should (be undertaken by a broad range of interests that include healthcare
providers aJ¥l telecommU11lcations cofupanies. Hea1thcare providers should have as muchfiexibilityas;
possible in their choice of services overJhe coming'years and their participation in the review process

\will help\to assure this flexibility.

j"Fi~lly, the FCC should work to ensure thafnetworks are!interoperable. Standardsm~ be .
establish~d early on rather than alloWing a,lengthy at;1d awkward evolution to consensusstandardsto
slow th~ expansion of rural telemediC,ine efforts. Assuming a stap.dards proced~e is implemented and
kept up to date, then dissemination of this basic telem~dicine.information is also vitally important to
the timely and orderiy development of the {>ublic service network. The FCC shoul~ workwith federal,
,state, local,and private interests to ensUre int~ropera"ility and to provide information to rural, '
healthcare providers on telecommunications services.

The WGA plansto /carefullyreyiew the Joint Board's recommendations to thefu11 CommissioIlf
At the very least, we hope to.comment!on and otherwise have input into the development of the FCC's
final telemedicine rules. Thank you again for the including the WGA in this process of so mU,ch',
importance to our region.

cc:

Edward r:Sch
WGA Chairman
Govemo, ofNort~Dakota

House and Senate Coalitions on Telemedicine
Chairperson, Federal Joint,WorkingGroup on Telemedicine telemedlfccrorl.ltr
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